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ABSTRACT 

Journal writing can motivate students to write 
frequently, thereby creating content which can later be properly 
structured. Students who keep journals tend to write better than 
those who do not. To help students explore certain ideas in journals 
further, teachers should ask questions or make statements that relate 
to the students' ideas. Sometimes the teacher has to provide 
happenings about which students may write, or a book may serve as a 
source for some of their writing. However, the teacher should be 
careful not to take away the students* freedom, for it is this 
freedom that produces those unexpected, happy moments that make 
reading student papers pleasurable rather than painful. Journal 
writing can be the means to a happy ending — good papers. (SW) 
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JOURNAL WRITING AS A MEANS AND AN FND 



Richard Kirchpffer 



by 

Richard Kirchoffer 



Journal writing is probably as old as the world's 
oldest profession, but there is more confusion over what 
one does when practicing it than there is over what one does 
when practicinfT the other. First of all it is not diary 
writing, as I will explain, even though Samuel Pepys in his 
I^iary was writing much the same thinj^ as was James Boswell 
in his London Journal , but with more discretion. Actually 
it is not either, but it is like both. It is also like 
the notebook writing of people like Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 
As I have my students practice it, it is the written record 
of their ideas, observations, experiences, anything of 
substance relating to their lives. It may turn out to 
be of short oaracraph length developing a rather insignif- 
icant idea or of essay length developing an original idea 
or experience. It may be a third person narrative, a 
poem, even a drawing or cartoon. The only requirement I 
make is that if reflect their thinking and be clear enough 
for me to follow. 

A personal experience can illustrate the difference, 
as I see it, between diary writing and journal writing. 
Durin? the spring of 197 3 , v;hile on sabbatical leave in 
England, mv eleven-vear-old son kept a diary while I 
keot a journal. He wrote everyday, beginning: "Got up 
and ate breakfast," continuing on to tell what he had done 
that day, ending: "Then I v;ent co bed." 7 wrote in my 



notebook journal whenever I had an observation to make, 
for instance on the relative merits of American and Enplish 
beer, on the fenced-in rear English wardens, on books I 
read and trips we took. 

In the classroom it is my major means of evaluation 
in nearly all the classes I teach. Two years af>o I 
taupht a speech course, Problems of Oral Communication, 
in which the students handed in writing each week, espe- 
cially narratives of illustrative cases, in relation to 
what we were discussinp; and reading. There was no 
prescribed form-, just the requirement that the writinp; 
relate to communication problems and be clearly written. 
I currently .am reauiring journal writinj^ in a British 
Literature survey course. Some students are not able to 
do much more than write paraphras(;s with occasional 
personal insiphts while others write weekly analytical 
essays or lonp, ramblin? personal reactions to works or 
poets. What a student does is his choice. T comment on 
what he says, with occasional suppestions as to what he 
mipht attempt. Mcxt year in a new course. Fiction and 
Film, I will continue to utilize journal writing. 

In composition courses, deDendinr on the place and 
time, I use it to a small or large extent. For instance, 
in a course at cur Atlantic City Urban Center meeting one 
night a week for two and one half hours T am currentlv 



conducting the course as a writing workshop in which students 
do formally structured work in class while keepinj? a 
notebook journal as a possible source for ideas. In my 
regular day composition courses, however, the major 
portion of the writin^r is journal writing, which brings 
us finally to the title of this essay, "Journal Writing 
as a Means and an End." 

I think I have already indirectly revealed that a 
journal entry may be a rough, unfinished piece of writing, 
a "means," or a finished paragraph or theme. It depends 
on the student, his choice of subject, and how he chooses 
to treat it at that particular moment of writing. What 
I am trying to achieve is to get students to think and to 
write as frequently as possible. Traditional approaches 
too often stress structure or form which the student must 
fit a subject to or the student is given both the structure 
and the subject. My belief is that the subject must come 
first and that it in turn will force a structure. Structure 
with vapid, indif ferentlv developed content is of little 
value. Of course, one might argue the lack of value of 
a subject with poor structure. What happens, as already 
mentioned, is that the subject naturallv forces a specific 
structure or method of developipent . For instance, a 
student creates ana develoDS an analogv without knowing 
V7hat be has done uvitil T tell him afterwards. The same 
is true with classification, comnarison, and other methods. 
The subiect determiner, the structure. 



In some cases these journal entries may be in a form 
considered unacceptable by instructors used to strict 
organization, but out of thirty to forty entries a semester 
(about three a. week) there will be many that can be con- 
sidered acceptable as finished v;ork when first handed in. 
The instructor can always assign an entry to be rewritten 
to conform to a certain structure. The important element 
is that the student has already discovered his subject and 
merely has to structure it afterwards, sometimes with little 
chanjye at all, and he always has manv subjects to choose 
from. In this application, journal writing^ can be considered 
as prewritinff. 

In practice, students usually choose to rewrite entries 
that require little revision. They tend to ignore rewriting 
entries that could produce pood paraR:raphs or themes if 
they v;ould require much work. I recall a girl who wrote 
in one journal entry about working at the local race track. 
In my comments on her entry I suppested that she miffht 
V7rite about race track jargon and slanp. The following 
week she handed in a lonp^ list of terms with explanations, 
which was interesting: and educational for me and the rest 
of the class. She never did rev;rite this for an assignment, 
probably because she had so much other work to choose 
from which required much less additional work. 

On the other hand (a ti'ansition v;hich does not require 
a handljook), some journal entries are what I v;ould call 
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finished or end products when first handed in. The following 
is one of three journal entries, all of finished quality, 
that a student handed in for her week's work. 

After concluding mv last iournal entrv, I bep;an 
thinking more and more about how relevant it's conclusion 
reallv is — not only to iourn'il writing, but to life in 
general! Sometimes the mere application of your pen to 
a piece of paper starts your thoughts spinning off your 
mind to slide through that "inkily permanating" tube to 
flow — (sometimes carelessly splatter) across that paper 
landing. My conclusion drawn from my last entry led me to 
realize that a person should not wait for the right 
(inspiring) time because it may jus t never come , but 
instead a person should make the time righ t . This idea 
holds true throughout all in life. After all, if you want 
to easily walk through the tangling woods in order to get 
deep inside to surround yourself with its beauty, a pathway 
is needed. If you wait for the time when tho wood is 
not dense and tangling, you may unfortunately wait forever 
therphy missing its glorious boautv. And it is also 
very possible that once the wood is less dense and i£ 
untanglincT, it's natural beauty mav be Pone also. A 
Dathwav is not there? until vou set out to make i_t and the 
easiest v^av to start a nathway is to take that firf^t sten 
into the tanglino- bru'ih. 
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T'his, like the other two, could be considered as 
exewplifying a specific method or methods of development, 
which neither the student or I would need to identify in 
order, in her case, to write the paragraphs or, in mine, 
to react appreciatively to her thinkinf?. The same pirl 
once responded in detail to my interest in her not 
capitalizing the first person pronoun. In other words, 
she was a thinking student put into a situation of havinp 
to do a ^reat deal of thinking in order to nroduce three 
journal entries a week. 

Of course, every student does not write this well 
all of the time or even some of the time. In peneral , 
though, more students are liberated into writing more 
freauentlv and more bolda^ than they otherwise would. 
The students in my nip;ht workshoD class mipht learn more 
about correctness and structure, but their writing is 
rarely as interesting and stimulating an that in my iournal 
writing classes and, as T will mention later, these 
students also learn correctness and structure. 

In a naoer like this T can't renroduce some of the 
excellent lonp pieces of writing I have hac turned in 
durincr the last few vears , but T will refer to them the 
best T can. One student, as part of a week's work, once 
handed in an entrv v;ith nerfect theme fom^. He would 
often hand in a noem, a short narrative and some exnosi- 
torv writing. When T told him that the one entrv was 
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a model theme, he expressed ^reat surprise, not knowing 
what T meant. At the time, late in the semester, T was 
preparing to introduce my classes to theme writing and 
told him that I would like to use his journal entry or 
theme as an example for the other students. Instead of 
his having to write a theme I asked 'him to Dut his work, 
including drawings, on a master, which he did, and 
which I have used ever since. Another time a girl spent 
a weekend in New York and converted her exoerience into a 
long thematic narrative of about 1,500 words. At the time 
we were discussing films and writing on that general tonic. 
Ker narrative, although not about a film, reads like one, 
being very visual. Tt could almost serve as a film 
scenario. A male student the same semester also wrote 
a narrative of about 1 ,500 v;ords. Tt all began with his 
volunteering to fight a local forest fire and continually 
being amazed at the carefree attitude of the firemen and 
their indifference toward his repeated offers of di^sistance 

This kind of writing really excites me, especially 
when it is done bv students like this one who drifted 
through high school with little interest in studies and 
without great ability and who start college the same wav 
until suddenly something hannens inside of them that 
makes then eniov writing and, in turn, other studies. 
When T used to teach the 500-v;ord then-^ all nenester this 
never hanoencd , but T recall studnnts with exceptional 
ability dronnincr out. This method \z nuch more effective 
overall and much nore sati<ifving for me a'^ a teacher. 



And iust how do students learn to write themes? 
At our Collefre we have taught just the paragraph in 
Enplish Composition I for the last two years. The theme 
is taupht in English Composition II. What I do, very 
simply, is introduce them to the topic sentence or the 
thesis sentence, point out how they have been doinj? 
similar writing all alont^, and then assign a series of 
paragraphs or themes to be written from iournal entries 
selected by them. They already have the subject. All 
tney need now is the structure, which is probably already 
there. They may not produce sophisticatedly developed 
writing, but they write more easily and more naturally 
and, like others before them, can learn the other if 
faced with it. Haven't we? Fortunately, most of them 
never will be. 

When thev do hand in a parafrraph or theme T treat it 
in a traditional wav, indicating various kinds of errors 
and renuirinp revision when needed. Tn fact, I require 
revision until a v;ork becomes an acceptable piece of 
writing. I don't use (Trades, however, just a kind of 
check in my mark book. Tn contrast, I never write on 
iournal entries. T place in their folder, on a sheet of 
nad Paper, mv comnier.ts or cuestions in relation to what 
thev have said, rarelv in relation to how thev have said 
it. I v/ant thorn to feel free, but mo.st still v;rite with 
a de^rree of concern for correctness. This v;av I am makinp 



a personal response to their ideas or experiences without 
the qualifyinjr comment about correctness bepinnins with 
the word however * Of course, T mipht comment on a lack of 
details or the need for more clarity in a way that the 
student, without feeling inhibited, miffht make future 
improvements. In the case of very poorly written work I 
can request the student to rewrite. An alternative to 
the written comment is the use of a cassette tane, which is 
replaced in the student's folder after the instructor has 
recorded his comments. Regardless of the method, the 
instructor should concentrate on asking questions or 
makinjy statements that relate to the student's ideas and 
that might encourage him in further thought on the topic. 

Journal writing does not work as well, however, 
v;ithout a catalvst for ideas. When T tell stud??nts, as 
I have in a few classes, to write about whatever is hanpening 
around them, in their immediate world or the larger, 
further removed world, some produce some good writing, 
but the total result is relatively disappointing. I 
prefer to use a book that will bo provocative enought to 
be a source for the majoritv of the things they write. 
But, as my examples indic:ate, it is the freedom itself 
that produces those unexpected, h^ppy moments that make 
readincT student panerr, pleasurable rather than painful. 

panacea iournal v;riting may not hf , but it is a merjnn 
to an end. 



